The University Museum by R,  Homer
Masthead Logo The Palimpsest




Follow this and additional works at: https://ir.uiowa.edu/palimpsest
Part of the United States History Commons
This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the State Historical Society of Iowa at Iowa Research Online. It has been accepted for
inclusion in The Palimpsest by an authorized administrator of Iowa Research Online. For more information, please contact lib-ir@uiowa.edu.
Recommended Citation
R, H. "The University Museum." The Palimpsest 33 (1952), 33-37.
Available at: https://ir.uiowa.edu/palimpsest/vol33/iss2/2
The Palimpsest
E dited by W illiam J. P etersen
V ol. XXXIII Issued in F ebruary 1952 No. 2
Copyright 1952 by The State Historical Society of Iowa
The University Museum
T o  th e  th o u g h tfu l  p e rso n , sc ie n tis t  o r  la y m a n , 
th e  M u se u m  o f N a tu r a l  H is to ry  a t  th e  S ta te  U n i ­
v e rs i ty  o f Io w a  is a n  im p o r ta n t  in s titu tio n . I t  is n o t 
o n ly  a  p la c e  w h e re  n a tu ra l  o b je c ts  a r e  a s se m b le d  
to  sh o w  th e  re la tio n  o f m an  to  th e  lo w e r  fo rm s o f 
life , b u t  it is a lso  a  d y n a m ic  e x p re s s io n  o f th e  m a r ­
v e lo u s  a n d  m a n ifo ld  w o rk s  o f N a tu r e .  C h ild re n  
love  a n im a ls  a n d  o th e r  n a tu ra l  o b je c ts , a n d  u n le ss  
th e ir  in te re s ts  a re  tu rn e d  a s id e  a n d  c ro w d e d  o u t b y  
o th e r  th in g s , th e y  w ill h a v e  th e ir  lives b ro a d e n e d  
a n d  e n r ic h e d  b y  v is its  to  th e  M u se u m .
T h e  Io w a  M u se u m  of N a tu r a l  H is to ry  w a s  e s ­
ta b lis h e d  b y  a n  a c t  o f th e  s ta te  le g is la tu re  in th e  
y e a r  1858. I t  w a s  h o u se d  in th e  O ld  C a p ito l b u ild ­
in g  fo r  th e  firs t 28 y e a rs  o f its  life. I t  seem s v e ry  
fittin g  th a t  a  d e p a r tm e n t w h ic h  h a s  c o n tr ib u te d  so 
m u ch  to  th e  d e v e lo p m e n t o f th e  U n iv e rs i ty  h a d  its  
s ta r t  in  O ld  C a p ito l. T h e  M u se u m  w a s  firs t c a lled  
a  “ C a b in e t  o f N a tu r a l  H is to ry ,“ a  te rm  th a t  w a s  
a p p lie d  to  co llec tio n s  o f th a t  d a y , a l th o u g h  th e y  
w e re  a c tu a lly  m u seu m s in o u r  m o d e rn  sen se .
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T h e  M u s e u m  d iffe rs  fro m  m o s t o f  th e  d e p a r t ­
m e n ts  in  th e  U n iv e r s i ty  in  th a t  i ts  c o lle c tio n s  w e re  
o b ta in e d  th ro u g h  e x p e d it io n s  w h ic h  w e re  f in a n c e d  
b y  f r ie n d s  o f  th e  U n iv e r s i ty  r a th e r  th a n  b y  s ta te  
a p p ro p r ia t io n s .  I t  h a s  a ls o  b e n e f ite d  b y  m a n y  in ­
v a lu a b le  g if ts .
T h e o d o r e  S . P a rv in ,  p ro fe s s o r  o f  n a tu ra l  h is ­
to ry , h a d  c h a rg e  o f  th e  M u s e u m  fro m  its  b e g in n in g  
u n til 1870. H e  w a s  s u c c e e d e d  b y  D r .  C h a r le s  A . 
W h i te ,  w h o  re s ig n e d  in 1873 . P ro fe s s o r  S am u e l 
C a lv in  c a m e  to  th e  U n iv e r s i ty  in  1873 a s  a c tin g  
p ro fe s s o r  o f  n a tu r a l  sc ie n c e  a n d  c u ra to r  o f th e  
C a b in e t  o f  N a tu r a l  H is to ry .  In  1886  C h a r le s  C . 
N u t t in g  w a s  a p p o in te d  c u r a to r  o f th e  C a b in e t  a n d  
in s t ru c to r  o f n a tu r a l  h is to ry . T h r e e  y e a r s  la te r  th e  
C a b in e t  (n o w  c a lle d  M u s e u m )  a n d  sy s te m a tic  zo ­
o lo g y  w e re  m a d e  in to  a  n e w  d e p a r tm e n t  u n d e r  
N u t t in g ,  a n d  in 1891 H e n r y  F . W ic k h a m  w a s  a p ­
p o in te d  a s s is ta n t  c u ra to r .  In  1906  H o m e r  R . D ill 
c a m e  to  th e  U n iv e r s i ty  a s  ta x id e rm is t  a n d  a s s is t ­
a n t  p ro fe s s o r  o f z o o lo g y . In  1908 h e  b e cam e  d i­
re c to r  o f th e  v e r te b r a te  se c tio n  o f  th e  M u se u m , still 
u n d e r  N u t t in g  a s  c u ra to r .  In  1926, w h e n  N u tt in g  
re s ig n e d  o n  a c c o u n t  o f fa ilin g  h e a lth , D ill b ecam e  
d ire c to r  o f  th e  M u se u m .
A t  th is  tim e th e  M u s e u m  w a s  s e p a ra te d  from  
th e  d e p a r tm e n t  o f z o o lo g y . F ro m  1926 u n til 1949 
th e  M u s e u m  w a s  a  s e p a r a te  D iv is io n  o f th e  U n i ­
v e rs ity . A t  th e  tim e  o f D il l ’s re tire m e n t, th e  M u ­
seu m  w a s  m a d e  a  d e p a r tm e n t  in  th e  S ch o o l o f F in e
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A r ts  u n d e r  D r . E a r l  H a rp e r .  P ro fe s s o r  W a l t e r  C . 
T h ie t je ,  w h o  h a d  b e e n  D il l 's  a s s is ta n t  fo r  o v e r  
tw e n ty  y e a rs , w a s  a p p o in te d  c u ra to r  o f th e  d e p a r t ­
m e n t. T h ie t je ’s fine ta x id e rm ic  w o rk  h a s  d o n e  
m u ch  to  p u t  th e  M u s e u m  in  th e  h ig h  s ta n d in g  it h a s  
to d a y .
D u r in g  th e  e a r ly  y e a r s  th e  M u se u m  w a s  u se d  
o n ly  b y  s c ie n tis ts  w h o  w e re  c la s s ify in g  a n d  n a m ­
in g  d if fe re n t n a tu ra l  o b je c ts  p e r ta in in g  to  th e  field  
o f w o rk  in  w h ic h  th e y  w e re  e m p lo y e d . T h e r e  w a s  
n o  a t te m p t to  e x h ib it th is  m a te r ia l o th e r  th a n  to  
m a k e  it  a v a ila b le  fo r  th e ir  u se . A lth o u g h  p e o p le  
c o u ld  see  th e  co lle c tio n s  o n  re q u e s t , th e  M u se u m  
w a s  n o t  o p e n  to  th e  p u b lic .
In  1886 th e  M u se u m  w a s  m o v ed  fro m  O ld  C a p ­
ito l to  th e  o ld  S c ien ce  B u ild in g , n o w  k n o w n  a s  th e  
G e o lo g y  B u ild in g . H e re  th e  co lle c tio n s  w e re  
h o u se d , a n d  m u ch  v a lu a b le  m a te r ia l w a s  a sse m b le d  
th ro u g h  e x p e d itio n s  a n d  g if ts . B y  1905 th e  d e ­
p a r tm e n t  h a d  g ro w n  to  th e  p o in t w h e re  it n e e d e d  
m o re  sp a c e . P la n s  w e re  m a d e  fo r  a  fine s to n e  
b u ild in g  fo r  th e  M u se u m , w h ic h  w o u ld  a lso  h o u se  
la b o ra to r ie s  fo r  th e  d e p a r tm e n ts  o f zo o lo g y , b o t­
a n y , a n d  g e o lo g y . A  co m m ittee  w a s  s e n t E a s t  to  
v is it a  n u m b e r  o f th e  la rg e r  m u seu m s to  g e t p la n s  
fo r  th e  m u seu m  ro o m s a n d  ca se s .
Ju s t a s  th is  b e a u tifu l d re a m  w a s  a b o u t to  com e 
tru e , tw o  v e ry  u n fo r tu n a te  th in g s  h a p p e n e d . A  fire 
b u rn e d  o ld  N o r th  H a ll, le a v in g  w h a t  w a s  n o t  
b u rn e d  o f th e  l ib ra ry  w ith o u t a  su ita b le  hom e. A
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p a r t  o f  th e  M u s e u m  b u ild in g  h a d  to  b e  u se d  to  
h o u se  th e  l ib ra ry . A n d  th a t  w a s  n o t  a ll. T h e  P r e s ­
id e n t  w a n te d  a n  a s se m b ly ; so  a n o th e r  s lice  w a s  
ta k e n  o u t  o f  th e  m id d le  o f  th e  b u ild in g  to  m a k e  
w h a t  is n o w  k n o w n  a s  M a c b r id e  A u d ito r iu m . 
M a k in g  th e  b e s t  o f w h a t  w a s  le f t, th e  z o o lo g y  d e ­
p a r tm e n t  a n d  th e  M u s e u m  u s e d  th e  tw o  e n d s  o f 
th e  b u ild in g , w h ile  th e  o th e r  sc ie n c e  d e p a r tm e n ts  
h a d  to  re m a in  in  th e ir  o ld  q u a r te r s .  In  th e  n o r th  
e n d  on  th e  to p  floo r w a s  B ird  H a ll ,  w h ile  M a m m a l 
H a ll  w a s  in th e  s o u th  e n d  on  th e  sam e  floor. D i­
re c t ly  u n d e r  M a m m a l H a ll  w a s  In v e r te b ra te  H a ll , 
w h ic h  c o n ta in e d  a ll o f  P ro fe s s o r  N u t t in g ’s co llec ­
tio n s  o f se a  life , b e a u t ifu l ly  d is p la y e d  in  a lc o v e  
c a se s .
B y  th e  tim e  th a t  P ro fe s s o r  N u t t in g  re s ig n e d  in 
1926, th e  s tu d y  o f sy s te m a tic  z o o lo g y  w a s  b e in g  
re p la c e d  b y  m o rp h o lo g ic a l a n d  e x p e r im e n ta l s tu d ­
ies, a n d  th e  m a n  w h o  w a s  to  ta k e  h is  p la c e  a s  h e a d  
o f z o o lo g y  h a d  n o  u se  fo r  th e  M u se u m . T h e  c a se s  
in  In v e r te b ra te  H a ll  w e re  m o v e d  in to  th e  c o r r id o rs  
in  o rd e r  th a t  th is  s p a c e  c o u ld  b e  c u t  u p  in to  sm all 
ro o m s fo r  th e  n e w  w o rk  in z o o lo g y . M a n y  b o x e s  
o f fine sp e c im e n s  w e re  a lso  p a c k e d  a w a y  in th e  
a ttic . A t  th is  tim e it w a s  d e fin ite ly  u n d e rs to o d  th a t  
th e  M u s e u m  w o u ld  h a v e  s p a c e  fo r  th is  m a te ria l 
w h e n  th e  l ib ra ry  m o v ed  o u t. A  y e a r  la te r  zo o lo g y  
m o v ed  in to  th e  b u ild in g  v a c a te d  b y  th e  M e d ic a l 
C o lle g e . T o  se e  h is life tim e  w o rk  to rn  a p a r t  a n d  
w re n c h e d  a w a y  w a s  h e a r t -b re a k in g  in d e e d  fo r
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P ro fe s s o r  N u t t in g .  H e  d ie d  a  v e ry  u n h a p p y  m a n  
le ss  th a n  a  y e a r  la te r .
A t  th e  tim e th e  n e w  sc ien ce  b u ild in g  w a s  co m ­
p le te d , P ro fe s s o r  N u t t in g  h a d  re a liz e d  th a t  he  
m u s t h a v e  a  t r a in e d  m u seu m  m a n  to  ta k e  c h a rg e  o f 
th e  m o d e rn  e x h ib its  su c h  a s  he  w a n te d  in th e  b u ild ­
in g . W i t h  th e  a p p o in tm e n t o f H o m e r  R . D ill, N u t ­
tin g  tu rn e d  o v e r  to  him  v ir tu a lly  a ll o f th e  re s p o n ­
s ib ility  o f c o lle c tin g  th e  m a te r ia l a n d  m a k in g  th e  
h a b i ta t  g ro u p s  in  th e  n e w  b u ild in g . D u r in g  th e  
fo r ty - th re e  y e a r s  o f a c tiv e  w o rk  th a t  D ill p u t  in  
w ith  th e  M u se u m , he  ra is e d  m o n e y  fo r  m a n y  e x p e ­
d itio n s  to  v a r io u s  p a r ts  o f th e  w o r ld , c o lle c te d  
th o u s a n d s  o f  sp ec im en s , a n d  e x e c u te d  a  la rg e  
n u m b e r  o f h a b i ta t  g ro u p s , in c lu d in g  th e  u n iq u e  
a n d  fa m o u s  L a y s a n  Is la n d  C y c lo ra m a .
F i r s t  o rg a n iz e d  b y  P ro fe s s o r  D ill in  1910, 
c o u rse s  in m u seu m  tra in in g  h a v e  b e e n  o n e  o f th e  
fe a tu re s  w h ic h  h a v e  m a d e  th is  M u su e m  u n iq u e , a s  
th e  U n iv e r s i ty  o f Io w a  is th e  o n ly  in s titu tio n  o ffe r­
in g  su c h  w o rk  a s  r e g u la r  co lleg e  tra in in g . T h e  
c o u rse s  a re  d e s ig n e d  to  ta k e  c a re  o f a  n u m b e r o f 
d if fe re n t g ro u p s  o f s tu d e n ts :  first, to  tra in  s tu d e n ts  
a s  e x p e r t  m u seu m  w o rk e rs ;  se c o n d , to  te a c h  th em  
h o w  to  p re p a re  sc ien tific  sk in s  in  th e  field ; th ird , 
to  g iv e  sc ien ce  te a c h e rs  a  k n o w le d g e  o f p re p a r in g  
n a tu ra l  o b je c ts  to  b e  u se d  in te a c h in g . T h e  co re  
c o u rse s  in  sc ien ce , re c e n tly  in tro d u c e d  in to  th e  
U n iv e rs i ty  cu rricu lu m , h a v e  fo u n d  th e  co llec tio n s  
in th e  M u se u m  o f in c a lc u la b le  v a lu e  fo r  th e ir  w o rk .
